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I am honored to serve as Federal Chair of the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service 
(Joint Board).  During my tenure my goal has been to encourage thoughtful discussion among my 
colleagues and facilitate consensus whenever possible. I have striven to keep our work on a timetable 
paced to fulfill our statutory role in a thoughtful and deliberative manner.  Along with the other Joint 
Board members, over the past six months I spent countless hours holding regular meetings and conference 
calls, issuing notices and referrals, and reviewing comments.  I would be remiss not to mention that one 
of the most knowledgeable and articulate Joint Board members, Mr. Billy Jack Gregg, former Consumer 
Advocate of West Virginia, retired in September, and that his expertise was invaluable.  He will be sorely 
missed, but many of his original concepts are still apparent in this decision.  Certainly, all of the Joint 
Board members deserve praise for their commitment to the in-depth study of these complex issues, their 
desire to positively affect public policy and to make decisions in the public interest.  They should all be 
commended for their commitment to serve on the Joint Board in addition to their full time positions as 
government officials.   

I fully support the principles of universal service that this country has recognized for decades and 
Congress codified in Section 254(b) of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 (1996 Act): to promote the 
availability of quality services at just, reasonable and affordable rates, to increase access to advanced 
telecommunications services throughout the Nation, and to advance the availability of such services to all 
consumers.

In accordance with the process envisioned by Congress in the 1996 Act, in 2002 the Commission 
asked the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service (Joint Board) to review certain rules related to 
the high cost universal service support mechanisms and recommend any reforms to the Commission to 
ensure that these principles are advanced. The high cost fund is the largest universal service program, and 
the one most often thought of when someone refers to universal service. This is an important program 
and its purpose to connect all Americans to the telephone system has over the years permitted telephone 
connections to reach even those in rural and remote parts of our nation at a reasonable rates.

The Joint Board’s Recommended Decision is an initial step on the road to more comprehensive 
long term reform of the Universal Service Fund.  I support the recommendation to eliminate the identical 
support rule.  I also agree with the Recommended Decision that reverse auctions could offer advantages 
over current high-cost distribution mechanisms.  The Joint Board sought and received numerous in-depth 
comments and several creative proposals for reverse auctions, and I look forward to exploring this issue 
further.  I also look forward to examining whether some type of cost-based mechanism is an appropriate 
replacement methodology for calculating support for eligible telecommunications carriers (ETCs) in high 
cost study areas.    

While I support some of the recommendations, others raise questions that need to be addressed in 
more depth.  For instance, is it prudent to create three new government administered funds instead of 
reforming the existing high cost fund?  It is clear that we must more clearly target and direct the funds 
than is done at present, as Congress in Section 254 of the 1996 Act specifically intended to assist 
Americans who live in “rural, insular and high cost areas.”  Most citizens know that when the government 
starts creating new funds, more often than not it ends up impacting their pocketbooks.  Moreover, does it 
make economic sense to provide ongoing support for three services that ultimately compete for the same 
customers?  A problem we recognized but did not cure in this Recommended Decision.  Indeed, this 
Commission has worked to help ensure technological and competitive neutrality in communications 
markets, that is, to the extent possible, all providers of the same service must be treated in the same 



Federal Communications Commission FCC 07J-4

2

manner regardless of the technology that they employ.  For instance, the Commission has adopted the 
same regulatory approach for broadband Internet access service provided over cable systems, telephone 
wires, power lines, and wireless platforms, to help ensure a level playing field among competing 
platforms.   

I also believe that many questions remain with respect to two of the new funds: the Broadband 
Fund and the Mobility Fund.  Should these new funds be more targeted, limited to unserved areas or used 
to enhance substandard service and/or to provide continued operating subsidies?  What is the source of 
funding for the proposed $300 million and when will it accrue?  What will the transition plan and period 
be?  How should the proposed Broadband Fund relate to other current existing government programs such 
as those administered by the federal Department of Agriculture, the (14) fourteen broadband bills that are 
currently pending in Congress, and the hundreds of state and local projects that have been undertaken 
with state and local taxpayer dollars?  While we all support the expansion and deployment of broadband 
to every corner of this Nation, we must do so in a way that is efficient, targeted and fiscally responsible.       

Growth for rural incumbent local exchange carriers (ILECs) for high cost loops has been flat or 
has even declined since 2003.  I question whether it is prudent to penalize these carriers since they are not 
responsible for the growth in the high cost fund and ILEC high-cost support is already capped or subject 
to a targeted limit.  In many cases, these carriers are already providing broadband to rural Americans.                

As stewards of public funds, we must remain mindful that it is consumers who ultimately pay 
universal service contributions, and any increase in the fund size will increase the burden on consumers.  
Therefore I respectfully approve in part and concur in part from the Recommended Decision.


